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Columbus hilltop being cleared of abandoned tires

By LINDA HALSTEAD-ACHARYA
Of The Gazette Staff

What weighs 100,000 pounds, runs by remote control and Click to enlar .CLICK HERE

spits out black rubber chunks the size of a forearm? -
The first-of-its-kind tire shredder perched on a hilltop just
cast of Columbus has been chewing up tires for the past
few days, making a noticeable dent in the several hundred
thousand tires amassed there. By the end of May, it's
hoped that all of the tires will have been munched up,
hauled off and buried in a draw east of Silesia.

"This is the first machine of its type,” said Kurt Wieringa,
who is overseeing the project for Envirocon, the
Missoula-based company in charge of the cleanup.

The shredder, hot off the manufacturing floor, is similar to
machines being used to chop up wood debris and even
appliances in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina. The
basic technology is nothing new, Wieringa said, but the
shredder is unique because it's built on tracks that allow it
to move from tire pile to tire pile.
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from landfills in
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Now, finally, the shredder is going full tilt to clean up
what has long been considered a disaster waiting to
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"A lot of local residents areus &¢ something tires in landfills.
done," Wieringa said. "But 1t's sad that we (taxpayers) are
paying for it." e In 1994, the
estimated
Half a million short? number of scrap
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also bid the project. King has his own shredder and 1960s, when
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By the time the hilltop is cleared of tires, e(t at-questiof”
will be resolved. Each truckload is welg on a certifit
scale as it leaves the site.

From hilltop to hillside L.,/"

Each day, 12 to 15 semitrailers loaded with chunks of
black rubber make the 80-mile round trip from the hillto
near Columbus to another hilltop east of Silesia.
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For the past dozen years, Jay Craig, owner of TFR (Tires o
for Reclamation), has been filling a basin near the top of a ~M0st commented stories -
hill with cast-off tires. He got the idea when one of his
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year to get the necessary permit from the DEQ and he's
been filling the draw ever since. It's tarned out to be more
lucrative than ranching.

"Our resource is the dirt. The air space and the dirt," he
said. "We can cover it up and it won't be a problem."

TFR is one of only three or four such sites in the state and
the only one in south-central Montana. According to
Craig, the junk tires from about two-thirds of the shops in
the Billings and Laurel areas end up in his draw.

"About the only competition I have is the city landfill," he
said. "And (tires are) a nuisance for them."

The garbage at the city landfill creates methane gas, which
gets trapped in the tires and causes them to work back to
the surface. Since Craig's "monofill" is restricted to tires,
he doesn't have that problem.

The TFR site is tidy, with only a few piles of tires and
shredded tires in view. As new tires and pieces come in,
Craig routinely covers them with several feet of packed
dirt.

"You have to stay ahead of the program so you don't end
up with a monster you can't control," he said. When the
fill is done, it will be planted back to grass.

Craig figures the tires from Columbus, if they'd been left
whole, would have filled up the permitted space that he
has left. But shredded, the volume is reduced by about 70
percent, leaving him several more years before he reaches
that limit.

People have asked Craig about the impact of his buried
tires 1,000 years into the future.

"I tell them we've only had tires 75 to 80 years," he said.
"Who knows? I wish I had that crystal ball."

Why not recycle?

Nobody disputes the benefit of recycling spent tires.
Rubber ground up into crumb-sized pieces is used for
landscape mulch, playground bedding and even for
cushioning under athletic ficlds. Recycled tires have also
been used for highways and fuel.

But, according to Wieringa and Craig, recycling tires in
Montana is not yet economically feasible. Profitable
recycling efforts require more tires than the state
produces. Hauling tires to recycling facilities out of state
costs too much and hauling tires back into the state to
come up with enough doesn't make sense.
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Craig thinks one day the cost of fuels will reach a point
that his buried tires will be unearthed.

"I believe that when the day comes that it's economically
feasible, they'll come back and recycle these tires," he
said. "But it'll probably not be in my lifetime."
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